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Education practices over the years have continuously been changed and
developed for the better.  One area of elementary education that can still be advanced is
reading, through the integration of phonics to young readers. Reading has been taught
in a whole language approach , but studies suggest that explicit instruction in phonics,1
which takes advantage of students' phonological awareness, is a better way to teach
reading. Although the science of reading (explicit instruction in phonics) has been shown
to be beneficial for students, it is still not the common practice across the country. At
best, teachers combine explicit phonics instruction with whole language instruction,
which is an approach termed balanced literacy.
In the project I will investigate the ways in which the Oregon state-adopted
textbooks align with the science of reading but also meet the Common Core State
Standards, or CCSS, outcomes for reading. In addition, in order to see how reading
instruction is enacted in the classroom, I will observe teachers and, if needed, informally
interview elementary principals. The final product will be a guidebook for teachers who
are not familiar/comfortable with a sense of reading (explicit phonics instruction): it will
include foundational concepts on children's phonological development and reading
instruction as well as three lesson plans based on best practices recommended by
experts in the field.
1 a method of teaching reading and writing that emphasizes learning whole words and phrases by encountering them




This thesis project is designed to help educators who are not familiar with the
science of reading understand how best to help their young students learn to read.
Although this project is oriented towards a narrow scope of teachers, it can also be
useful to parents of students or administrators in the education setting who are
interested in the subject and want to understand the foundations of reading instruction,
especially if their experiences with learning to read significantly differ from those of
their children. We know that students (at least in the US) are still struggling with reading.
According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress in 2019, 35 percent of 4th
graders and 34 percent of 8th graders are not proficient in reading (NAEP, 2019). 4th
Grade reading performance is a valuable piece of data in predicting the success in
schooling because by this point in their schooling they have had at least 4 years of
instruction. Students at this grade have clear expectations in terms of where they should
be in reading, and this data reflects on how well the school has done in teaching reading
in all of their primary elementary years. Some researchers say that this is because when
teaching reading, teachers have not been solely focused on the connections between
sounds and letters (or what is called the phoneme-grapheme correspondence), but also
on components such as comprehension and fluency. Some of the most important key
elements for reading are comprehension, fluency, spelling, vocabulary, phonics, and
phonemic awareness. All of these elements are needed to build a successful reader. If a
Nelson 6
reader is able to decode, but unable to understand the meaning of what they are
reading, they are not having success.
Of course fluency and comprehension are important; however, it has been
proven that “mastering comprehension skills doesn’t ensure a young student will be
able to apply them to whatever texts they’re confronted with on standardized tests and
in their studies later in life” (Wexler). This is because comprehension is “the action or
capability of understanding something” (Webster), and students could comprehend
pictures or diagrams. Just because students have success in their ability to comprehend,
this does not automatically mean they can comprehend a text. In fact, the science of
reading states that in order to become proficient readers, students need to understand
the sound-letter (phoneme-grapheme) correspondence. Even though the science of
reading makes this statement, some current practices in teaching reading are not
actually leading students to become proficient in the area of reading. A common current
practice is “whole language” which is a method of teaching reading and writing that
emphasizes learning whole words and phrases by encountering them in meaningful
contexts rather than by phonics exercises (Webster).
The Project Goal
The goal of this project is to inform about the issue that currently exists in
elementary education in regards to the success of how reading is currently being taught,
and what should be done about it. It is also to give specific recommendations and
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suggestions to work towards better education of teachers and or students when it
comes to the science of reading.
The End Goal of Reading
The clear end goal of reading instruction is the ability to comprehend a text. This
is a skill that is needed all through life, as there are numerous texts that adults are asked
to comprehend every day. In the education of reading the two biggest components
would be reading skills, and reading comprehension. “Reading educators assume that
basic skills are relatively easy to acquire, but comprehension is hard… On the science
side, the story is the exact opposite” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 272). The reasons that many
educators believe that skills are easier to acquire than comprehension are rather simple.
If we learn spoken language through immersion in the practice, we must learn to read
the same way. This is where educators have used this approach rather than explicit
instruction in reading, students will discover to read just as they have discovered to
speak. When comparing word recognition with comprehension, the comprehension
process seems far more complex at first glance. Because of this, teachers have focused
on instruction that has targeted each of these components. “For example, teaching
children about ‘inferencing’ or building a ‘story grammar’” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 272).
Inference is commonly known as an educated guess someone would make given
evidence, and story grammar refers to the elements or parts that make up a story. These
are both concepts that may be included in balanced literacy instruction. In reality, the
“basic skills” of reading are the most difficult to learn because of the way that our
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written language represents our spoken language. Comprehension should be looked at
as much easier to teach, at least compared to those skills. Students are already
comprehending when they get to school, just maybe not with books. The art of
comprehension has already begun in students as they enter school, and this
comprehension is through spoken language.
What is the Concern?
There is a national concern that has arisen in the United Stated regarding our
reading abilities, especially in young children. The concern is that while there are a
number of countries above us in scores, other countries are starting to pass us and move
forward in their educational advancements. Being passed in terms of our abilities to
read compared to other countries is in fact an issue for our society. “When a person
struggles with reading, the social impacts are profound. A person who is unable to read
may have low self-esteem or feel emotions such as shame, fear, and powerlessness.
Students who struggle with literacy feel ostracized from academia, avoid situations
where they may be discovered or find themselves unable to fully participate in society or
government” says Leigh A. Hall, professor and Excellence Endowed Chair in Literacy
Education at the University of Wyoming. “A person who cannot read struggles to know
their rights, to vote, to find work, to pay bills and to secure housing. All told, this
complex struggle spirals outward, impacting future generations and our society.” What is
important from this is the spiraling outward. Struggling readers may just start as
elementary students who are a bit behind in their decoding and reading abilities, but
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this can quickly turn into much more that will not only have greater effect on
themselves, but also their society as a whole.
How Is Phonics The Best Approach
The understanding that reading can be taught in a different, more effective way
gives teachers better pedagogical strategies and students the possibility to become
proficient in quicker and more efficient ways. It is important for educators to understand
that explicit teaching in reading is accomplished through phonics programs. An in-depth
study of teaching phonics programs shows that students taught through an explicit
systematic phonics program not only picked up reading quickly but also “become
enthusiastic and confident in their reading and are more able and willing to engage in
the world of reading around them” (Grant 22). This is beneficial because explicit phonics
education can develop the understanding of how these programs help students to
become better readers, which in turn provides them more enjoyment in their education
practices. While some may say that these programs ‘kill’ a child’s desire to read, we must
remember that most students lose interest or a desire to work when content becomes
difficult or frustrating. As the programs help students succeed, they will have more
interest in reading that they had before when they were a less successful reader. These
programs lead to success for students in this way. If teachers can develop this
understanding, they will implement these programs, which will lead to better readers in
our schools.
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What Do We Know Teachers Choose
Although research has established that the most effective approach to reading
instruction is explicit phonics instruction, 68% of teachers choose “balanced literacy” as
their main teaching philosophy as opposed to systematic phonics, based on the
assumption that phonics lead to disengagement (Loewus, 2019). Explicit phonics
instruction is the most effective because it teaches students the relationships between
letters and sounds, which leads students to read and write words. This 2019 research
was conducted to show how many teachers both received cognitive science based
training and implemented this training in their reading instruction. “Teachers were most
likely to say they learned what they know about reading from professional development
or coaches in their district (33 percent), or from personal experiences with students (17
percent)” (Loewus, 2019). According to this study 65% of teachers are likely to push
cueing strategies and “...fail to implement phonics in a systematic way”. Cueing strategies
are the three strategies that teachers commonly tell students to use in reading which
are: “ 1) meaning drawn from context or pictures, 2) syntax, and 3) visual information,
meaning letters or parts of words” (Schwarts 2020). These strategies are a part of the
whole language issue that is present in current educational practices. This statistic shows
that fewer than half of the teachers are using systematic phonics. It is important for
teachers to understand how to teach reading appropriately and effectively if the NAEP
results are to be reversed.
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Why Do Teachers Use Balanced Literacy
In order to begin teaching reading appropriately and efficiently, teachers need to
base their instruction off of what science has proven to work. Unfortunately, teachers
often revert to the most commonly known approaches in the practice of phonics, they
often find instruction similar to balanced literacy. Balanced literacy advocates for
instruction where "reading and writing are developed through instruction and support in
multiple environments using various approaches" (Gibbs). In other words, instruction in
balanced literacy is not systematic nor is it based in the phoneme-grapheme
correspondence which takes advantage of the knowledge young children have about the
sounds of their language. The focus in balanced reading is shared reading or guided
reading (providing students with texts at their current reading level) and using context to
identify words. The emphasis is on exposing children to different quality texts so that
they will learn to read with repeated exposure. This is both the experience I had in my
own K-5 education, and this past year as a teacher candidate. I remember being placed
in a reading group that met every week and we would read short books and be asked
questions about those books. In my teacher candidacy, I actually used this curriculum
because it was what my school required. Each week students would read books, and I
would ask them comprehension questions about the books. As students read, I would
correct them or ask them to read a word again if they mispronounced it, but this was
done through asking them to use context clues or just to “sound it out”. This process was
repeated over and over again, until I as the teacher even got bored of it. This is an
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example of a balanced literacy approach, which does not provide or expand upon the
starting point for the children's knowledge of sounds.
Teachers often base their instruction not on the results of research but on name
recognition: “exposure to researchers and authors in preservice often ends up
influencing the content and instruction teachers use when they have a classroom of
their own. [Teachers] often use name recognition. They’ve heard about Fountas and
Pinnell, and as a result, they’re likely to grab onto it” (Will).  However, these two former
teachers (Fountas and Pinnell) advocate guided reading as the best instructional
approach: this approach may include some aspects of phonics instruction, but this
instruction is not systematic and does not provide students with ample practice in the
sound-letter mapping. While the authors did agree that phonics knowledge is essential
to reading, they  believed there can be multiple ways to achieve this, other than explicit
systematic phonics. The fact that teachers revert to commonly known names does not
necessarily mean that they have not been taught about the science of reading in their
education programs; rather it shows that readily available and commonly used resources
promote teaching methods that may not align with the science of reading. This is the
reason why there needs to be more recognition of systematic phonics instruction. If
systematic phonics instruction was as readily available as the current common practices
it would be used more than it is now. As this type of instruction grows in the education




The Problem in USA
Students in the US are struggling with reading in schools. According to the
National Assessment of Educational Progress, 35 percent of 4th graders and 34 percent
of 8th graders are not proficient in reading (NAEP, 2019). While this is true, teachers
continue to teach with the same strategies they have for years. 68% of teachers choose
“balanced literacy” as their main teaching philosophy as opposed to systematic phonics,
based on the assumption that phonics lead to disengagement (Loewus, 2019).  The best
teaching practice has been a controversial subject in the past with arguments for a
holistic and meaning centered approach,  versus a phonics based approach. The report
hoped to answer many questions in regards to phonics instruction such as “Is phonemic
awareness instruction effective in helping children learn to read? Under what
circumstances and for which children is it most effective? Were studies showing its
effectiveness designed appropriately to yield scientifically valid findings? What does a
careful analysis of the findings reveal? How applicable are these findings to classroom
practice? (Nations Report Card, 2019). According to the National Reading Panel, the
teaching of explicit systematic phonics is the most beneficial way to teach students how
to read. The National Reading Panel has conducted studies with regards to instruction in
the areas of phonemic awareness, explicit systematic phonics, fluency, comprehension,
and vocabulary.
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NRP Report on Reading Instruction
The National Reading Panel (NRP) released a report titled Teaching Children to
Read: An Evidence-Based Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature of Reading and
Its Implications for Reading Instruction. This report includes numerous studies and
results with regards to teaching in those areas. One section includes phonemic
awareness instruction and phonics instruction. This chapter goes into the analysis of the
research literature conducted. This section clearly describes what the studies had to
accomplish to qualify for analysis.
Whole Language Introduction
The whole language approach was brought directly into education without even
testing how it would work. The teaching method of whole language was introduced into
elementary schools in the late 1970s (Zimmer 2019). In the simplest terms, the whole
language approach strives to teach children to read words as whole pieces of language.
Arguments for whole language followed the idea that if children learn words through
hearing them, and seeing what they are hearing, they will be able to comprehend words
in text this way as well. For example, if someone says “table” and points to a table, after
enough practice, that child will recognize that the whole word “table” refers to a table.
There was no evidence that would suggest this approach would help students to excel in
reading, yet it was implemented, and students have paid the price.
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Programs that Differ from Phonics (Whole language)
The programs that typically differ from those who are pushing phonics instruction
are also important to mention here. Whole language programs would be the most
commonly used programs used by instructors that do not teach phonics in an explicit
systematic way. Whole language programs ask students to recognize words as a whole
rather than breaking words down into letters or combinations of letters, also known as
decoding. Instead, these programs believe that language is a complete system of
making meaning, with words functioning in relation to each other in context. The
emphasis of these programs is on meaning based reading, and writing, activities.
Issues with Whole Language
Goodman’s guessing game theory stated that readers could identify a word with
a missing letter, or even a missing word from context in a text. Goodman was known as
one of the “Founding Fathers” of whole language. This theory brought Goodman to the
conclusion that “skilled reading does not require close attention to the letters. Rather,
the reader uses knowledge of the language and the topic to guess the upcoming word”
(Seidenberg, 2018, p. 268). All in all, the guessing game theory was wrong. Beginning
readers may be able to predict words in text with pictures. Or they may be able to
predict words in books they have read many times, which is actually just memorization
not reading. The conclusions from this theory can be summarized by the statement: The
more difficult a reader has with reading, the more he relies on the context; this
statement applies to both the fluent reader and the beginner. In each case the cause of
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difficulty is inability to read words accurately, rapidly and automatic” (Smith, 1971). This
theory may be looked at as a good theory, but science suggests that this would be a
good theory of poor reading skills. Scientists have not believed this theory for about
thirty years. On the other hand, this is still part of the knowledge base that education
passes from “teacher to teacher in support groups and ‘communities of practice’”
(Seidenberg, 2018, p. 271).
NRP Systematic Phonics Instruction
Another area of study that was looked into by the NRP was that of
systematic phonics instruction, and the practice/application of this in the classroom. This
is a teaching instruction method that places all of the focus on the acquisition of letter
and sound correspondences, and their use in reading and spelling words. This
instructional platform was developed for students in early grades as well as students
who are struggling to read. While this may be who the instructional strategy was built
for, some believe that this is the best instructional strategy for all students learning to
read. There are actually a number of explicit systematic phonics approaches, which all
use the same planned instruction. This instruction consists of sequential phonic
elements, and the instruction and activities in relation to those elements. The reason
that there are numerous explicit systematic phonics instructional approaches is because
they differ in other ways such as how the letter sound correspondences are identified.
While some differ, and some programs even combine a number of the approaches, all
phonics programs share the same goal of enabling students to obtain enough knowledge
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in language so that they can make sufficient progress in their acquisition of reading and
comprehending writing.
Many questions arose in regards to how successful explicit systematic
phonics could be.These questions are all addressed in regards to the specific findings of
the study, and can be used to break down the different aspects of phonics instruction,
and not only if we should use it, but how and when we should use it.
Balanced Literacy
While Balanced literacy and whole language are often discussed together,
balanced literacy is not exactly the same thing as whole language. Balanced literacy
programs are right in between whole language and phonics approaches in terms of the
way they are conducted. 68% of teachers choose “balanced literacy”, which is a whole
language approach, as their main teaching philosophy as opposed to systematic phonics,
based on the assumption that phonics lead to disengagement (Loewus, 2019).
Instruction in balanced literacy is not systematic nor is it based in the
phoneme-grapheme correspondence which takes advantage of the knowledge young
children have about the sounds of their language. The focus in balanced reading is
shared reading or guided reading and using context to identify words. The emphasis is
on exposing children to different quality texts so that they will learn to read with
repeated exposure. In other words, in balanced literacy, the starting point is not the
children's knowledge of sounds.
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Results of NRP PA Study
The results on the studies of instruction in phoneme awareness are presented by
NRP in terms of “effect size”. This is the comparison with how the performance of the2
treatment group surpasses the performance of the control group. The NRP study on
phonemic awareness instruction tested whether or not this instruction would be clearly
stronger than other common forms of teaching that would lead to help children develop
phonemic awareness, as well as using those skills in reading and writing. “The overall
effect size on PA outcomes was large, 0.86. The overall effect size on reading outcomes
was moderate, 0.53. The overall effect on spelling was also moderate, 0.59 (Nations
Report Card, 2019). Not only is this true, but the effects of the study were consistent on
tests that were given numerous months after the original study had been conducted.
The effects were not only strong in regards to the children’s ability to read words, but
also their comprehension in what they were reading. The effects of this study were also
consistent with results found by standardized testing. Overall these findings shed light
upon the significant effectiveness of teaching children the ability to work with
phonemes across all of the domains in literacy. With these results it is pretty clear that
the instruction of phonemic awareness in the classroom is the most beneficial way to
teach this component of language and literacy.
2 An effect size of 1.0 indicates that the treatment group mean was one standard deviation higher than the control group
mean, revealing a strong effect of PA instruction. An effect size of 0 indicates that treatment and control group means
were identical, revealing that training had no effect. To judge the strength of an effect size, a value of 0.20 is considered
small, 0.50 is moderate, and 0.80 is large. (NRP Source)
Nelson 19
Although this is all true, the report from the NRP is missing exactly what
other phonemic awareness instruction models that were used. It is unclear whether the
control group received one type of instruction, or if there were multiple control groups,
because there are numerous instructional pathways that could have been taken. We also
do not know whether or not the teachers of these studies all have had the same amount
of training in their instructional practice. There is also no data that shows any of the
prior knowledge of the students that are in any of the groups. In a study such as this, it
would be important to conduct pre tests to see how much each of the students know in
each of the groups and gauge success based on progress rather than end result. The
phonemic awareness group could have started leaps and bounds ahead of the control
group in the understanding of phonemic awareness which would throw off the entire
study.
NRP Study on Phonemic Awareness
The first study that has been conducted takes a look directly at the instruction in
phonemic awareness, which correlates directly with instruction in systematic explicit
phonics. NRP created this report in order to take a look at the existing scientific evidence
that pertains to phonemic awareness instruction in reading and spelling development.
Phonemic awareness instruction, while being hotly debated, has been selected
by the NRP to be reviewed because “Correlational studies have identified phonemic
awareness and letter knowledge as the two best school entry predictors of how well
children will learn to read during their first 2 years in school” (Nations Report Card,
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2019). Due to this evidence, there is a high importance on the potential of teaching
phonemic awareness to children. Phonemic awareness is especially important in the
learning of the English language because of how difficult the structure of the alphabetic
writing system can be. When we speak in English, there are no breaks in speech to help
a child hear where phonemes are split in individual words. Children, or anyone for that
matter, can not hear where separate phonemes end and begin. Because of this, it is
crucial for students to receive specific instruction on how the English language system
works. This will help students to not only break down words into graphemes, but
distinguish the individual phonemes that are matched to each individual grapheme.
Effectiveness of Phonics Programs (by NRP)
The study done by NRP on the effectiveness of these different phonics programs
focused on students that fall into three different categories. The first category was
composed of children in kindergarten or 1st grade who were at risk for developing
reading problems. The second consists of older children of average or better intelligence
who were not making normal progress in reading, referred to as disabled readers. And
the third consisted of older children who were progressing poorly in reading and who
varied in intelligence with at least some of them achieving poorly in other academic
areas, referred to as low-achieving readers (Nations Report Card, 2019). The results of
the study were in favor of the phonics based instruction models. The children's reading
levels were measured either at the end of the training, or the end of the first school year
of instruction. The findings found significant support for systematic phonics. This proves
that systematic phonics have a larger impact on students' growth in reading than
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programs that focus on phonics in a non systematic way. The effect size produced by the
NRP study was moderate at 0.44 (Nations Report Card, 2019).
More Findings of Explicit Phonics Being Better than Others
One important detail of this study is that it proved that multiple explicit phonics
based instructional strategies are better than other options. The study proved that
synthetic phonics programs, larger unit phonics programs, and miscellaneous phonics
programs all had an effect size significantly higher than zero. The synthetic phonics
program focused on the conversion of letters into sounds, or graphemes and phonemes,
and then turned those into understandable words. The larger unit phonics program
emphasizes the mixing of the larger subparts of words, like onsets or phonograms, as
well as phonemes. The third program referred to as miscellaneous phonics was still
taught in a systematic way, but was not consistent with either of the first two systematic
programs. The effect size for the synthetic programs was 0.45, while  for larger-unit
programs it was 0.34, and for the miscellaneous programs it was 0.27. This concludes
that systematic phonics instructional approaches are greatly more effective than other
non systematic or non phonic based approaches in creating significant growth in
reading.
Many other details with regards to how impactful phonics based instruction can
be also came from this study. An important detail is that of which grade levels the
instruction proved to be the most beneficial. The results show that phonics instruction
has the largest impact on students before they have learned to read independently, in
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kindergarten or first grade. Kindergarten and first grade had a much higher effect size
than those of grades 2 through 6. Relating to this, it was also found that the greatest
impact on children at risk of developing future reading problems and disabled readers
was in these lower grades. It was found that the phonics instruction did not have a
significant impact on low-achieving readers in 2nd through 6th grades.
The Science Behind Reading
Science is Being Underutilized
As we know there are many factors that will affect a learners ability to learn to
read, in the US, we know that the science of reading is something we could change to
make a significant difference. Currently the science that we already have is being
incredibly underutilized.
Why is there Disconnect Between Science and Reading
The disconnect between science and education continues to be the problem
moving our expertise at teaching reading to children forward. A reason for this has been
that experts in science fields do not commonly want to teach what they have already
learned, they often want to learn new things. Rather we are in a loop of teachers
teaching teachers how to be teachers! There is also a common phrase heard “Great
teachers are born, not made” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 284), which implies that the best
teachers don’t need to go through extensive education to have the ability to teach
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children. A solution that could be taken in the future would be to change education
programs to look more like medical education programs. This model would focus
prospective teachers on learning the sciences that are related to their educational field.
“The courses would emphasize how and why the science is conducted, the question it
addresses, the methods used, the central findings and theories, and where the
controversies and uncertainties lie” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 288). This would allow
teachers to be proficient in what we know now as effective educational practices, and in
science. Many of the references I make throughout this section come from Mark
Seidenberg. I have chosen to use this source in the majority of this section because of
his specialty in psycholinguistics and his focus specifically on the cognitive and
neurological bases of language and reading. His book that is referenced also references
many other reputable sources throughout.
Pathways from Spelling to Meaning
There are two “pathways” from orthography, or the spelling of words, to
semantics, or the meaning of words. The first pathway is directly from orthography to
semantics, which is the direct association of the way a word is spelled and its meaning.
For example, when someone sees the word “cat”, they may automatically know this
refers to the furry feline pet. On the other hand, the second pathway would be from
orthography, to phonology or the pronunciation/sound of a word, to the semantics. This
process would take into account the phonological code from the spelling of the word,
and use that to generate the meaning. For example, a student reads the word “cat” and
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knows that word is pronounced /kat/, therefore understands the word is meaning a
furry feline pet. This second pathway requires the understanding of how a text relates to
a sound, also known as phonics instruction. It is important to note that contextual
information can be used through both pathways, and does not have an overt effect
either way. Research shows “evidence that the phonological pathway is used in reading
and especially important in beginning reading is about as close to conclusive as research
on complex human behavior can get” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 124). While this research is
true, the first view that skips phonology because of being thought of as an inefficient
strategy for readers, is used in educational practices. Students are often asked to read
words and automatically know what they mean just through word recognition. This may
be taught or expected to be done without using the phonetics of the word. This is
especially true when asking students to practice their reading by silently reading to
themselves. In silent reading, a student is unable to use the phonology of an unknown
word to help identify its meaning.
While phonology is important to learning how to read, it is not claimed
that it is all there is to reading. Instead, it is claimed that skilled reading is a result of the
component of the phonological pathway that was discussed above. An experiment was
conducted by Guy Van Orden which gave subjects a category followed by a target word
or nonword. The objective for the subjects was to determine whether or not the target
word fit into the word category that was displayed. “On each trial, subjects saw the
name of a category (such as a body part) followed by a target word or nonword. Their
task was to decide if the target word was a member of the category (such as thigh). On
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some trials the target was a nonword that sounded like a category member (animal -
bare)” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 127). Each trail began with a category being shown on
screen. Next, a target word (or nonword) would appear on the screen, and the test
subject would indicate yes or no if the target was or was not a part of the indicated
category. The big idea of this experiment is to show that weak readers depend on
context while strong readers do not. This experiment brought results from children
readers that shows the effect Van Orden wanted to test. The experiment would ask if
words such as “bare'' fit into the animal category, and if  “sute” fit into the clothing
category. These words were only displayed in forms of text on a screen, not in pictures.
While “bare” is a real English word and sounds just like the word “bear”, and while
“sute” is not a real english word and sounds like the word “suit”, we were given results
that showed that children who are stronger readers are better at decoding words, and
thus have less dependence on context. They don’t have to rely on predicting words from
context, even though they are better at it than poor readers are. “Instead of guessing
which word will fit, a good reader rapidly identifies each word and integrates it with
what has come before” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 131). A poor reader is worse at decoding
words, and may rely more on context, but would have greater difficulty at doing this due
to their inability to decode and comprehend those context words.
A beginning reader of the English language has the goal to both learn how to
recognize words, as well as comprehend them. While the phonological pathway, going
from spelling to sound and then to meaning, will allow readers to read simple words
that “follow the rules”, more input from visual or context clues that are present will be
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needed for more difficult words. Simple words may be words such as “cat”, and difficult
words may be words such as “tire”. Irregularly pronounced words will simply need to be
learned by sight or through memorization of pronunciation. An irregularly pronounced
word may be “choir”. Before a child has developed a large vocabulary, reading words
only by sight is an impossible task with the amount of irregularities in the written english
language. Of course, some of these irregularities are the result of the history of our
language.
Introduction to Language at the Speed of Sight
Language at the Speed of Sight: How we Read, Why so Many Can’t, and What
Can be Done About it by Mark Seidenberg is a book that discusses the disconnect
between science and education, and how this is a major factor in the United States’
underperformance compared to other countries. This book provides an expert look from
Mark Seidenberg, a cognitive neurologist who has studied language and reading for over
thirty years, at our relationship with written words and how we can work towards
change.
Difficulties with English
An important difficulty with English spelling has to do with how English is a
“deep” language in terms of its orthographic depth. This refers to how consistently and
simply orthography and phonology correspond to each other. The English language has
many inconsistencies in the pronunciation of words that are spelled similarly. We
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essentially teach young readers to make connections between the alphabetic letters and
their sounds, and then a tremendous amount of English words, rather common words as
well, do not have a perfect grapheme/phoneme correspondence.
How is Poverty a Factor?
Poverty is also a factor to take into account. Demographic shifts show that
poverty rates have a mass effect on the scores and data of our country. One example of
a way in which poverty affects literacy development is because low income parents will
often have less time to support their children’s education. Because of this, these
children may not be getting the support they need at home. These claims lead to the
argument that there is no issue with the way we are teaching literacy, rather that there
are students that are simply unable to access the material due to their socioeconomic
backgrounds. A comparison is made in the data of these two tests that if the US data
removed the scores of those schools that had significant percentages of poverty, we
would rank first in the world (Seidenberg, 2019, p. 232). While this statistic seems
powerful, this would be comparing the povertyless US to all other countries while they
still take into account their own poverty percentages.
How Does the Way We Teach Reading Actually Affect Us
While it is true that there are various other factors that affect our reading
abilities such as culture, economic status, personal abilities, and faminal abilities, we
must decide whether or not the way that we are taught reading affects us as well. As
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stated above, educational approaches have swayed back and forth between phonics and
whole language approaches, and eventually landed on balanced literacy. All in all this for
the most part resulted in educators using the whole language approach in schools to
teach reading. It is important to note that the whole language approach is only being
used in the anglophone world. “During the 1980’s and 90’s an approach to education
with strong philosophical and political underpinnings, whole language, became a (the?)
major model for educational practice in the USA, Canada, New Zealand, and Great
Britain” (Hempenstall).
Teachers Aren’t Taught to Teach Reading
A continuously pressing issue is that teachers are not being taught how to
properly teach reading in their own educational training. “In America, prospective
teachers aren’t trained to teach; they are socialized into a view of the teacher’s role.
Teaching children to read has been superseded by an emphasis on developing literacy,
which includes text but also using sound, pictures, video, and other media” (Seidenberg,
2018, p. 250). This is something I have personally experienced in both my own k-12
schooling, and as a teacher candidate. In my own schooling I don’t recall any work with
what I know now to be phonics instruction. All I can remember about my reading
education was listening to books being read to me, or myself picking up books and
practicing reading them. This past year as a teacher candidate, I did observe the use of
limited phonics instruction, but this instruction was no more than 10 minutes twice a
week. This is also given that I was working in a third grade classroom. Teachers are
Nelson 29
taught to adapt, of course adapting also means learning more. This means teachers must
teach what they know and what they think will be best for their students. In current
education, teachers are commonly given a variety of teaching strategies, whether that
be in classroom management, reading, or anything else, and expected to find out what
works best for them. This is something I encountered with my education courses in
college while I was a teacher candidate. Students are taught the same, to use the
strategy that helps them to be the most successful. Teachers have somewhat today
become more of “guiders” rather than teachers. Teachers help students to learn the
content today by providing them opportunities to learn through experience rather than
through consistent direct instruction. Evidence of this may be seen in reading
instruction. Students are often supported through practice, like in guided reading
groups, rather than given explicit direct instruction on how to read in that given context.
Consistent direct instruction would be through activities such as sound spelling or word
building, which will both be discussed below in the recommendations/suggestions
section.
Teachers Feel Unprepared
American teachers admit to feeling unprepared in their education. Geraldine
Clifford and James Guthrie, two former graduates of the Graduate School of Education at
the University of California, Berkeley, say “Educational courses have always been fair
game for skeptics, with practicing teachers among their most intense critics. Everywhere
there is anecdotal evidence about heroic instructors who were thrown, ‘sink or swim’,
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into the turbulence of teaching without benefit of formal training or practice teaching,
and who survived to brag about it. That society condones such ‘practicing on the
patients’ may be testimony of how little, in fact, it regards children--at least other
people's children” (Seidenberg, 2018, p. 257). As a future educator I can say that I feel I
will soon be “thrown in to sink or swim” in my coming year as a teacher. Many others in
my program feel the same way. While we have been taught how to be a teacher, I do not
feel as if I have formal training on how to teach a student, who does not know how to
read, to read. Something that I observed in a school where I student taught at was that
oftentimes students asked questions about reading that I was not prepared to answer.
This came when we worked in small guided reading groups, and my instruction followed
planned questions and discussion points. All I was doing was leading a discussion on the
book we were looking at, without actually knowing the content I was teaching. When a
student would ask a question that wasn’t directly addressed on my teacher notes, I was
unable to answer because I have not been personally trained to do so. I feel prepared in
having strategies to work with these students and how to guide them to success, but not
to directly instruct them to do so.
Education has become a profession that values experience and observation
rather than scientific practice. Current CAEP requirements put an emphasis on student
teaching experience (CAEP, 2013). Teacher candidates learn to become teachers through
observation and practice in the classroom. While there are classes involved, the main
focus is not scientific research, it is to gain experience in the teaching field. While I have
learned a tremendous amount from my education courses over the past two years, the
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main reason I feel somewhat prepared to teach a class of my own in the fall is due to my
own experience as a teacher candidate. I have observed many effective teaching
practices such as how to effectively manage difficult behaviors or how to implement
classroom procedures, and thus feel able to use those practices on my own. Ensuring the
use of scientific literacy practices has not been a priority to teachers, which has resulted
in the practice of this scientific understanding to be overlooked. In turn, this has
impacted many students as they have not received the literacy education that has been
proven to work to the highest degree. Those learning the science of reading and how to
become teachers are too often not the same people on college campuses. This is where
the culture of education must begin to change. Future teachers should be taught not
only the science of reading, but also how to teach reading to learning readers.
Balanced Literacy is the Easy Way Out
Balanced literacy has essentially become the easy way out for teachers in regards
to teaching reading. “Balanced literacy allowed educators to declare an end to the
increasingly troublesome “wars” without resolving the underlying issues. The solution
was to encourage teachers to combine whatever worked best for them and individual
children” (Seidenberg, 2019, p. 248). It’s easy because it is what teachers know, and it is
what teachers have access to. If the majority of teachers are using balanced literacy, and
a new teacher walks into that school looking for support on how to teach reading,
they’re going to end up teaching balanced literacy as well. In short, balanced literacy
advocates for instruction where "reading and writing are developed through instruction
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and support in multiple environments using various approaches" (Gibbs). Instruction in
balanced literacy is not systematic nor is it based in the phoneme-grapheme
correspondence which takes advantage of the knowledge young children have about the
sounds of their language.  The focus in balanced reading is shared reading or guided
reading (providing students with texts at their current reading level) and using context to
identify words. When accusations were starting to be made that phonics instruction was
necessary in our education system, balanced literacy was the result as it could
incorporate at least some phonic instruction. But as we know, phonics instruction
requires more education needed in our teachers, which they simply do not have.
Balanced literacy gave teachers an opportunity to teach what they feel their students
need most, but for those teachers that now could incorporate phonics instruction into
their classrooms, they did not know how to teach it.
Parents are Worried About Their Children's Reading Due to
Whole Language
Parents who became worried about their children's reading abilities, which likely
is lacking because of balanced literacy and whole language instruction, began to aid in
the phonics instruction in various ways. Tutoring programs and even childrens toy like
helpers began to teach only the most simple of the instructions. While this may have
seemed to help some children, it is not everything they need to become proficient in
their mastery of this content. In order for phonics instruction to really work, it needs to
be taught explicitly and systematically. This also brings in a socioeconomic issue, that if
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the only place students are getting phonics instruction is at home, those children that
were already behind, will be falling even further behind.
Reading Recovery (for students who have fallen behind)
Reading Recovery is a program that was created for early readers who have fallen
behind in their early elementary years. This program was designed to help those
students get on pace in their reading. An issue with this program is that it continues to
offer students the instruction that was the reason they had fallen behind. Only now are
they receiving instruction one on one by a trained profession. If students were receiving
the correct instruction in the first place, much less time and money would need to be
spent on support programs such as these.
Introduction to PISA
The PISA conducts international assessments in reading, math and science. “The
reading assessment is based on a thoughtful, inclusive notion of literacy, focusing on a
detailed set of component skills and the ability to apply them in real-world situations’
(Seidenberg, 2018, p. 218). In reading about how PISA actually tests and assesses
reading, tasks on the test include that, “Readers engage with texts for a purpose; in PISA,
the purpose is to respond to questions about these texts in order to provide evidence of
their level of reading literacy. For example, the first task in a unit could ask students to
locate the most relevant piece of text; the second task could ask students to consider
information that is specifically stated in the text; and the third task could ask students to
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compare the points of view in two different pieces of text” (OECD 2019). With tests
coming every three years sense the year 2000, the USA has consistently been average.
PISA Results
With the English language, there has been interest in how well we are teaching
reading/writing in the United States in comparison to other countries. Because of the
success that other countries are having compared to us, there is concern. This concern
comes from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2019). “Both assessments indicate
that the US has literacy issues that have immediate and longer-term consequences”
(Seidenberg, 2018, p. 218).
The NAEP
Not only PISA, but the NAEP has also identified problems in the reading
education in this country. The NAEP is a similar test of reading, math, and science, but is
done strictly by our country. Similarly, this reading test focuses on the skills that students
should be able to show at each grade level. The grade levels that are tested are both
fourth and eight grade. “The NAEP reading assessment measures the reading and
comprehension skills of students in grades 4, 8, and 12 by asking them to read selected
grade-appropriate passages and answer questions based on what they have read”
(NAEP, 2019). The concern that comes with the data from these NAEP tests are that the
results have had very little change over the now close to 25 years the test has been
taken. This shows that the educational system we are implementing is not growing,
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while as data suggests from the PISA, other countries are. The question that may need
to be considered is what are other countries doing that we aren’t? This may be the case,
but it is also important to note that many people have disputed the results from the
NAEP. While the two tests are not comparable with one another, they both give out the
same conclusion, which is that reading scores in the US have been essentially
unimproved over the last two decades.
Arguments have been made that the data from these two tests does not
accurately depict the success of the american education system. Arguments have been
made against the negative analysis of the test data as students are learning more than in
earlier times. High school graduation rates are higher than ever before, and these
assessments don’t have much real world relevance. This argument is made because the
US has always had subpar scores, while having the world's largest economy (Seidenberg,
2018, p. 224). While the test scores have seemed to remain stagnant, they have in fact
risen. This is the case because the results are shown on a line graph with a scale of 0 to
500, with all data points falling between 260 and 270.  It also must be noted that while
the trend line has ever so slightly risen, this is not a meaningful rise. The change in score
over time compared to the scale that the scores are graded on, shows that this rate of
change is insufficient towards actual growth. The rise in scores over the last 28 years has
only gone up by 3 points, on a total grading scale of 500 points (NAEP, 2019). This “rise”
is insufficient to be claimed as successful growth in our country.
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Common Core State Standards
Another reason that explicit systematic phonics should be used in elementary
school, especially in primary classrooms, is because of how well the common core state
standards align with the instruction. All grade levels have a “Phonics and Word
Recognition” section, but only kindergarten and first grade have the sections of
“Phonological Awareness”. Phonological Awareness is an especially important part of a
young child's reading growth, which is why it is mentioned in the standards for these
grades. These standards focus on things such as recognizing rhymes, blending sounds,
and isolating and pronouncing sounds. All of these standards are directly covered in the
explicit systematic phonics instruction. There are examples of these above in the section
on recommendations/suggestions. Within the “Phonics and Word Recognition” sections
of each grade level, there are also relevant standards to this type of instruction. Each
grade level has standards that focus on letter-sound correspondences, decoding words,
and accurately reading words in and out of context. Each of these standards consist of
concepts that are also addressed through explicit systematic phonics instruction. Given
the current reading foundational skills for grades K-5, explicit systematic phonics
instruction will cover what students need to learn/master in order to succeed based on
these standards.
Here are the common core foundational reading skills for each grade level (English




1. Demonstrate understanding of spoken words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes).
1.1. Recognize and produce rhyming words.
1.2. Count, pronounce, blend, and segment syllables in spoken words.
1.3. Blend and segment onsets and rimes of single-syllable spoken words.
1.4. Isolate and pronounce the initial, medial vowel, and final sounds
(phonemes) in three-phoneme (consonant-vowel-consonant, or CVC)
words.1 (This does not include CVCs ending with /l/, /r/, or /x/.)
1.5. Add or substitute individual sounds (phonemes) in simple, one-syllable
words to make new words.
Phonics and Word Recognition:
1. Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words.
a. Demonstrate basic knowledge of one-to-one letter-sound
correspondences by producing the primary sound or many of the most
frequent sounds for each consonant.
b. Associate the long and short sounds with the common spellings
(graphemes) for the five major vowels.
c. Read common high-frequency words by sight (e.g., the, of, to, you, she,
my, is, are, do, does).
d. Distinguish between similarly spelled words by identifying the sounds of




1. Demonstrate understanding of spoken words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes).
1.1. Distinguish long from short vowel sounds in spoken single-syllable words.
1.2. Orally produce single-syllable words by blending sounds (phonemes),
including consonant blends.
1.3. Isolate and pronounce initial, medial vowel, and final sounds (phonemes)
in spoken single-syllable words.
1.4. Segment spoken single-syllable words into their complete sequence of
individual sounds (phonemes).
Phonics and Word Recognition:
1. Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words.
1.1. Know the spelling-sound correspondences for common consonant
digraphs.
1.2. Decode regularly spelled one-syllable words.
1.3. Know final -e and common vowel team conventions for representing long
vowel sounds.
1.4. Use knowledge that every syllable must have a vowel sound to determine
the number of syllables in a printed word.
1.5. Decode two-syllable words following basic patterns by breaking the
words into syllables.
1.6. Read words with inflectional endings.
1.7. Recognize and read grade-appropriate irregularly spelled words.
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Second Grade:
Phonics and Word Recognition:
1. Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words.
1.1. Distinguish long and short vowels when reading regularly spelled
one-syllable words.
1.2. Know spelling-sound correspondences for additional common vowel
teams.
1.3. Decode regularly spelled two-syllable words with long vowels.
1.4. Decode words with common prefixes and suffixes.
1.5. Identify words with inconsistent but common spelling-sound
correspondences.
1.6. Recognize and read grade-appropriate irregularly spelled words.
Third Grade:
Phonics and Word Recognition:
1. Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words.
1.1. Identify and know the meaning of the most common prefixes and
derivational suffixes.
1.2. Decode words with common Latin suffixes.
1.3. Decode multisyllable words.
1.4. Read grade-appropriate irregularly spelled words.
Fourth Grade:
Phonics and Word Recognition:
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1. Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words.
1.1. Use combined knowledge of all letter-sound correspondences,
syllabication patterns, and morphology (e.g., roots and affixes) to read
accurately unfamiliar multisyllabic words in context and out of context.
Fifth Grade:
Phonics and Word Recognition:
1. Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words.
1.1. Use combined knowledge of all letter-sound correspondences,
syllabication patterns, and morphology (e.g., roots and affixes) to read
accurately unfamiliar multisyllabic words in context and out of context.
As stated in the reading introduction of the foundational skills for Kindergarten
through 5th grade, “These standards are directed toward fostering students’
understanding and working knowledge of concepts of print, the alphabetic principle, and
other basic conventions of the English writing system” (English Language Arts Standards,
2021). The explicit systematic phonics instruction that has been discussed and given
throughout this project are parallel with the expectations that the State Standards have
of their students. Explicit systematic phonics will allow students to be successful in their
reading journey.
Recommendations/Suggestions
The clear recommendation for educators is to start using explicit and systematic
phonics instruction in your classroom! Especially in primary grades where students are
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just beginning to learn how to read! What is important is that not only are students
receiving phonics instruction, but also that it is explicit and systematic. For the
instruction to be explicit, this means that sound-spelling relationships are directly
taught. Students are not expected to catch on and learn these as they start to read. They
should be taught for example that the letter s stands for the /s/ sound, and so on. For
instruction to be systematic, it should follow a scope and sequence that sets students up
for success early on. This means they work towards forming and reading words. All of
these skills are consistently reviewed and applied to real reading. The success of explicit
systematic phonics instruction is a chain reaction of positive events. Phonics will aid in
the development of word recognition. Word recognition will consequently increase a
student's fluency when reading. As fluency develops, comprehension improves due to
the fact that students will be struggling to decode words less frequently. Students are
able to give their full attention to using the text to find meaning.
High quality phonics lessons will include the following key parts: phonological
awareness, introducing sound-spelling/blending words, phonics maintenance, word
building, and dictation/spelling. These are aspects that teachers should understand and
implement in their instruction of explicit systematic phonics.
Phonological awareness is all about recognizing the sounds in spoken language.
Phonemic awareness is a part of phonological awareness, and this is the understanding
that words are made up of individual sounds, or phonemes. Phonological awareness also
includes the awareness of units within words that are bigger than individual phonemes.
Given this, phonological awareness also includes: words within sentences, rhyming
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within words, beginning and ending sounds within words, syllables within words, and
the features of individual phonemes that made us pronounce them differently from one
another. Phonological awareness is one of the most important parts of explicit
systematic instruction in phonics. It is crucial that educators understand the difference
between phonological awareness and phonics. Phonological awareness is the
association between sounds and spoken words, while phonics is the association
between sounds and written letters/words. All students begin to learn language through
an understanding of phonological awareness. With this being the first aspect of explicit
systematic phonics instruction, it is critical that the time is taken to build this
understanding in students. Without this knowledge, students will be more likely to
struggle in all other areas of phonics and thus reading. Phonological awareness activities
are used to help children to tell the difference between sounds within words. Most of
these activities are orally completed activities that provide an engaging opportunity for
students to work towards decoding or sounding out words on their own.
According to Adams (1990) there are five levels or tasks of phonological
awareness that should be mastered. Each task gets progressively more difficult than the
previous task. The tasks read as follows:
Task 1: The ability to hear rhymes and alliteration
a. Rhyme -- Example: I once saw a cat, sitting next to a dog. I once saw a bat, sitting next
to a frog.
b. Alliteration -- Example: Six snakes sell sodas and snacks.
c. Assonance -- Example: The leaf, the bean, the peach—all were within reach.
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Task 2—The ability to do oddity tasks
a. Rhyme -- Example: Which word does not rhyme: cat, sat, pig? (pig)
b. Beginning consonants -- Example: Which two words begin with the same sound: man,
sat, sick? (sat, sick)
c. Ending consonants -- Example: Which two words end with the same sound: man, sat
ten? (man, ten)
d. Medial sounds (long vowels) -- Example: Which word does not have the same middle
sound: take, late, feet? (feet)
e. Medial sounds (short vowels) -- Example: Which two words have the same middle
sound: top, cat, pan? (can, pan)
f. Medial sounds (consonants) -- Example: Which two words have the same middle
sound: kitten, missing, lesson? (missing, lesson)
Task 3—The ability to orally blend words
a. Syllables -- Example: Listen to these word parts. Say the word as a whole. ta . . .
ble—What’s the word? (table)
b. Onset/rime -- Example: Listen to these word parts. Say the word as a whole. /p/ . . .
an—What’s the word? (pan)
c. Phoneme by phoneme -- Example: Listen to these word parts. Say the word as a
whole. /s/ /a/ /t/—What’s the word? (sat)
Task 4—The ability to orally segment words (including counting sounds)
a. Syllables -- Example: Listen to this word: table. Say it syllable by syllable. (ta . . . ble)
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b. Onset/rime -- Example: Listen to this word: pan. Say the first sound in the word (the
onset) and then the rest of the word (the rime). (/p/ . . . an)
c. Phoneme by phoneme (counting sounds) -- Example: Listen to this word: sat. Say the
word sound by sound. (/s/ /a/ /t/) How many sounds do you hear? (3)
Task 5—The ability to do phonemic manipulation tasks
a. Initial sound substitution -- Example: Replace the first sound in mat with /s/. (sat)
b. Final sound substitution -- Example: Replace the last sound in mat with /p/. (map)
c. Vowel substitution -- Example: Replace the middle sound in map with /o/. (mop)
d. Syllable deletion -- Example: Say baker without the ba. (ker)
e. Initial sound deletion -- Example: Say sun without the /s/. (un)
f. Final sound deletion -- Example: Say hit without the /t/. (hi)
g. Initial phoneme in a blend deletion -- Example: Say step without the /s/. (tep)
h. Final phoneme in a blend deletion -- Example: Say best without the /t/. (bes)
i. Second phoneme in a blend deletion -- Example: Say frog without the /r/. (fog)
A few important things to remember when working through these activities are
to use time efficiently, pronounce accurately, and don’t expect mastery. These activities
are created to be quick and enjoyable for students, quick practice can be just as
impactful as long lessons. As the instructor it is imperative that you are pronouncing
sounds correctly and clearly for students to hear. And finally, an instructor shouldn’t
expect all students to master these skills right away. Oftentimes more practice will be
needed to ensure mastery of these topics.
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The second key part of high quality phonics lessons is introducing sound
spelling/blending of words. Now that students have an accurate understanding of the
correlation between sounds and spoken words, they need to learn how to use this
knowledge to actually read written words. In sound spelling students will work on
transcribing sounds from speech into written language. An example of an activity to
work on a students sound spelling ability would be for students to sort pictures based on
the sounds of certain letters or parts in the word that represents the picture. These
could be initial sounds, middle sounds, or ending sounds of the words. Then students
would write the words in a way in which they identify the sounds indicated. For
example, if there is a picture of a cat and students are asked to identify the middle
sound of /a/ they could write cAt.
Following sound spelling comes the blending of sounds into words.  This segment
involves a teacher model and student practice time. A teacher should begin with two
different colored markers to use on the board. One marker is used for consonants and
the other is used for vowels. Begin by writing a letter on the board. For example, the
letter s. The teacher would then ask for the “sound” and students would reply in a choral
response with “/s/”. Next the teacher would add on to that sound by writing the letter a.
The students would then be asked for the “sound” or “short sound” if students give the
long sound. After students have given the sound for each of these two letters, the
teacher would motion under both letters and ask students for the “blend”, in which they
would reply /s/ /a/ (blending the two sounds together). The teacher then repeats the
process by adding a t to the end and asking for the “sound”. Once students have given
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the /t/, the teacher would motion to the whole world and ask for the “blend”. After
students have given the “blend” the teacher would ask for the “word”, which is when
the students all say the word all together.
These activities come with many tips and recommendations for using them in the
classroom. First, you should begin with the most common sounds and letters before
lesson common sounds and letters. Shorter words with familiar phonemes should be
introduced prior to any other words in these activities. It is also suggested that letters
that are visually similar appear in separate lessons, for example don’t use b and d, or m
and n in the same segment. These activities are most effective if they are done every
day! Repetition is key in applying sound spelling strategies. Additional support can
always be given to students in independent time when necessary. Finally, it may be
beneficial to discuss the meaning of words that have been used or even having students
use the words in a sentence. This will allow the students to practice using the word in
their own speech.
The third key part of high quality phonics instruction is phonics maintenance.
Phonics maintenance is a way for students to overlearn the sound spelling relationships
that were discussed in the previous key point. This can be incorporated into a daily
routine before or after each lesson. In my own classroom this year we have done
review/repetition activities such as this as a transition from one subject area to the next,
as it can take as little as one minute. One example was a choral response activity that
focused on blending using certain sounds. I would ask the students to repeat a word
after me such as “fun”, then I would ask them to repeat the word “fun” but with an /ai/
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sound instead of an /u/ sound, which would produce the word “fan”. This quick activity
went through about 10 sequences, which was competed in under 2 minutes. There are
many effective ways to integrate practice like this into the schoolday. These are some of
the best opportunities to review concepts and ideas. Ways to do this are to create notes
for which letters or sounds you have already worked on as a class in the spelling and
blending of sounds. You could then ask for choral responses of a sound when you say a
letter, or a letter when you say a certain sound. This is an easy way to review sounds and
letters that have been most difficult for students as well. It provides an opportunity to
target those difficulties and practice them again and again.
The fourth key part of high quality phonics instruction is word building. Word
building is when students begin to take what they have learned about sounds and letters
and use that to create words on their own, either with letter manipulatives or written on
paper. There are many different types of word building activities, but they are usually
asking students to create a list of words, with each word differing from the previous
word by a single sound spelling. A group of letters that a student may have to work with
could be h,m,i,s,b, and t. They would then be expected to make a list of words using only
these letters. For example, the list of words reading “hit, mit, sit, and bit”. With this list,
students have to think about how each of the words are different from one another, and
also which sound in the word must be changed to make a new word in the list. Another
list of words may not consist of only words that rhyme like the previous list, it may look
more like: “had, hat, sat, and sad” if the letters they are working with allow. The goal of
an activity that would use this list would be for students to practice sounding out the
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new word they have created.  Gradual release of responsibility is an effective strategy to
follow using this activity set. First the activity should be introduced and modeled, which
would then be followed by guided practice, and finally independent practice.
When working with word building activities, teachers should be prepared with
relevant worksheets to write words, individual letters on paper for students to
manipulate, and a teacher word list that will help identify the focus words for a given
focus area, like example lists of words for each of the different short vowel sounds.
Word ladders are an eventual next step that can be used following word building. Word
ladders are similar to the lists that have been created in these explained activities, but
give clues to what each word in succession is, and allow students to manipulate the
words in different ways.
The final key part of high quality phonics instruction is spelling and dictation.
Spelling and dictation is another opportunity for students to write words they are
hearing in spoken language. Dictation, or saying words aloud to be written down, begins
in the previous key section of word building and continues here. This is also where
students may begin to understand how reading and writing are closely related skills.
Giving students an opportunity to write words, allows them to practice the letter sound
relationships they will encounter in their reading. These activities are another example
of ways to use guided practice to support students in working towards mastery of these
topics.
For an example we will use the word “sat”. As the teacher, you should begin by
saying the word aloud, and having students repeat the word as a class. There are two
Nelson 49
different supports that may help students who have difficulty hearing the sounds of the
word. One would be to say the word slowly while moving your arm from left to right, to
indicate the beginning, middle, and end of the word. With this support, you would ask
students what sound is at the beginning of the word sat? Students would reply with
/sssss/, and you would instruct them to write the letter for the sound /sssss/. This would
then be repeated with each section of the word. After each subsequent letter and
sound, check in and ask students to say what they have so far, for example the sound
after the second letter is completed would be /sssssaaaaa/. A second support would be
to blend each sound in the word so students could hear and write each sound one at a
time. Now have students write out the word once they have heard it aloud. Help should
be provided as necessary, especially in showing the correct way to formulate written
letters. This procedure would then repeat for a few more practice words. Once this has
been done a few times in practice, it is time for the students to practice with a short
sentence. An example sentence would be “Sam is sad”. The teacher says the sentence
aloud, and asks the students to repeat it. Next, take each word one at a time. Ask the
students “what is the first word?” and then use hand motions to sound out the sections
of the word. In this activity a word wall could also be used to help students spell high
frequency words such as “is'' in this sentence. Consistently ask students to repeat the
sentence that is being written. This will allow students to continue to hear what they are
writing, as it wouldn’t be written on the board, otherwise they would be able to copy it’s
spelling. This process can be repeated with more and more advanced words or even
sentences as students develop stronger spelling and dictation skills.
Nelson 50
Each of these key points will help to build a student's understanding of reading.
These five points would of course not be five lessons that would be used sequentially in
a single week of school. These lessons will take time and need repetition in order to be
successful. As stated above, each of these lessons can be integrated into other parts of
the day in various ways. What is most important is that students are getting this explicit
and systematic instruction in phonics. This type of instruction that lays out the steps
from hearing language all the way to reading language is important to any beginning
reader. There are many other examples and activities that can be done throughout each
of these sections in instruction, but the suggestions listed above would be a good start
for any educator who doesn’t quite know where to begin.
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